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“So, What Exactly Do You Do?”

Explaining GIS to Friends and Family
Kourtney Boone

F

my user-error issues, I was ready for my first mapping
or many in the field of geospatial science, the
project outside of coursework.
question “So what exactly do you do?” is a familiar
Multiple computer labs on the Humboldt State
frenemy. We often begin asking this question ourselves.
campus are capable of running mapping programs.
Esri, the leading international supplier of mapping
My favorite is the Kosmos Lab in Founders Hall, the
software and information, describes geographic
beating heart of GESA for many students. Kosmos is
information science (GIS) as “a framework for
where the deal is sealed for potential GIS students
gathering, managing, and analyzing data. Rooted in
the science of geography, GIS integrates many types of who are on the fence. It is where students share
tips and tricks not covered in the formal classroom.
data. It analyzes spatial location and organizes layers
Kosmos is also where rounds of high fives are
of information into visualizations using maps and
witnessed when someone really nails a design. And
3D scenes. With this unique capability, GIS reveals
then there are moments of
deeper insights into data, such
silence when ArcMap crashes
as patterns, relationships, and
The Kosmos Lab is
and yet another saddened
situations—helping users make
the beating heart
student loses hours of work.
smarter decisions.”
Kosmos is where I converted
Not bad, as far as definitions
of GESA for many
a Word document containing
go. But I find myself answering
students. It is where
data from a soil survey into a
this question with something
the deal is sealed
search query highlighting areas
more digestible, such as “map
design” or “cartography.”
for potential GIS students of specific soils known to be
found in wetlands as well as
Responding to this question is
who are on the fence. It is
their geographical location
an opportunity to educate, but it
where students share tips inside the state of Connecticut.
also presents a challenge: How do
This was my base for plotting
we explain what it is that we do?
and tricks not covered
latitudinal and longitudinal
“When I first began doing
in the formal classroom.
coordinates from a spreadsheet
GIS, I looked at what other
to represent early settlement
people were doing with maps
locations for colonists from the 1600s-1800s. By
and thought to myself, no way will I ever be able
looking at the movement of settlement locations in
to do that.” I heard this from HSU alumnus Brian
relation to wetlands over the years, we can infer that
Murphy, as he reflected on yet another map from
a relationship exists between humans and this specific
his impressive portfolio that earned first place at
physical feature.
the 2019 California Geographical Society (CGS)
A more precise understanding of that relationship
conference. With this as inspiration, I set out to
can
be found pawing through historical documents
challenge myself to take on a mapping project for
or consulting researchers who have looked at what
senior research as a small part of Dr. Chelsea Teale’s
sort of significance wetlands may have or have had on
dissertation on the Connecticut Wetlandscape.
Confident in Dr. Teale’s gift of prepackaged research as human development. ArcMap, the program used to
create this map, offers tools that allowed me to create
well as Dr. Amy Rock’s comical way of deconstructing
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a circle with a five-mile radius
to be drawn around each of the
settlement points. It also allowed
me to calculate the percentage of
land comprised of wetlands within
those boundaries. This map was
designed to provide information
regarding the physical geography
of Connecticut. And it allowed
Dr. Teale and me to time-travel,
surveying a specific landscape that
no longer exists.
While this field tends to be
lesser known, job opportunities
are expanding rapidly as a
growing number of employers
come to understand the value of
spatial thinking and technologies.
According to the US Bureau of
Labor Statistics, employment
rates for professionals in the GIS
community is projected to grow 19%
between 2014 and 2024. If that is not
enticing enough, the University of
Southern California reported that
the median income for GIS careers
has increased by 15% since 2010.
Entering this field is stepping
into a community of fascinating,
funny, smart, and caring people
who want to make a difference as
well as a living. That feeling of
victory when finally discovering
it took just one button to
accomplish a function in ArcMap
is rivaled only by the feeling of
dissatisfaction as someone who
does not understand the number
of hours you spent mumbling at
a screen, hem-hawing over which
side of a dot a city name should
sit, glances at your newest mapsterpiece and answers, “Oh, neat.”
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